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Sizzling Hot Summer Performance Tips 


Bum baby bum with these red-hot authoring techniques designed to make your applications flash and sizzle. 


ow that swim-suit season is 
here, try some of these handy 
tips to keep your applications 
slim and trim! From the home office in 
Miami Beach, here are The Top Ten 
Ways To Keep Programs from Perform- 
ing Like a Beached Whale: 


10. Use layering effectively. 

For instance, if an object is drag- 
gable by the user, set it to layer 1. 
In general, make backgrounds un- 
layered. Then objects which must 
appear quickly can be layered on a 
higher layer number (the higher the 
number the closer to you). Typi- 
cally, these objects would draw 
faster than a preloaded object. By 
the way, you can now layer buttons 
in 3.0 by setting a layer to the inter- 
action icon. Caution! Overuse of 
the layering controls in Authorware 
will lead to a troubleshooting and 
management nightmare. Use layers 
judiciously! 


9. Consider “masking” graphics 
rather than erasing them. 
If a display needs to be erased mo- 
mentarily and then redisplayed, it 
may be more efficient to overlay it 
with a masking box and then erase 
the box. 


8. Whenever possible use the Au- 
thorware tools to simplify shapes. 
Simple bitmapped objects require 
more storage space and draw more 
slowly than corresponding shapes 
done in Authorware. Surprisingly 


attractive and complex graphics can 
often be built with a combination of 
lightweight vector shapes like 
boxes, lines, and polygons. 


7. “Capture” graphics that overlay 
each other or have been scaled. 
Large graphics are often made of 
many smaller objects that overlay 
each other. Where objects overlap, 
redundant information is being 
stored for the underlying objects. 
Scaled (shrunk or stretched) graph- 
ics are stored at normal size and re- 
sized at runtime. Capturing the 
graphic produces a properly sized 
bitmap containing only the front- 
most layer of the combined objects. 


Long-time authors have been using 
screen capture utilities to do this for 
years, but Authorware 3.0 makes 
this easier. Now you can simply 
“Select All”, “Copy” to the clip- 
board and immediately “Paste as 
Bitmap” (Mac) or “Paste Special” 
(Windows)— no need to call up Ex- 
posure Pro, FreezeFrame, HiJaak, 
or SnapShot and do a screen cap- 
ture. 


6. Use Opaque mode as much as 
possible. 
Drawing is faster for an opaque ob- 
ject than transparent, inverse or 
erase mode objects. This applies to 
movies as well as display icons. 


(Continued on page 2) 


Solis Launches QuickPath for Windows 


olis announces QuickPath, a 
basic version of our powerful 
Computer Managed Instruction 
(CMI) system, Pathway. QuickPath, 
like Pathway, is a flexible instructional 
management system that integrates and 
launches courseware developed in 
virtually any authoring system. _ It 
includes Pathmaker Lite which allows 
trainers to organize discrete courses into 
customizable curricula and distribute 
them over stand-alone and local area 
network (LAN) environments. 


QuickPath tracks student performance 
in real time, and saves records to a 


Microsoft Access database file. 
(Pathway saves records to any ODBC 
compliant database.) The tool gives 
training administrators complete control 
over integrating, delivering, controlling, 
and tracking multimedia learning 
activities. 


QuickPath will ship in the Third Quarter 
1995. Initial pricing is $1,095 for a 10- 
user license. Solis is offering a 10% 
discount on all licenses until September 
1, 1995. For more information please 
call (415) 696-8700, or check out the 
new Solis Web Site at 
http://www.attila.com/solis.com/. 


Authorware Professional is a registered trademark of Macromedia, Inc. AuthorWords and Solis Design, Inc. are not associated in any way with Macromedia, Inc. 
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5. 


Optimize sounds and animations. 
Graphics aren’t the only things that 
can be optimized. Tommy Lasorda, 
movies and sounds might all benefit 
from a week on SlimFast. Gener- 
ally, the smaller the sound or movie 
file, the better the performance. 
Time to roll-up your sleeves and dig 
into the other software tools in your 
Macromedia Studio Bundle. 


Use SoundEdit 16 or Sound Forge 
to trim out leading and trailing si- 
lence or mute near silences to save 
some space. Try mixing sounds 
down to mono. 


Using Director, make animations as 
small (short and narrow) as possible 
by setting a customized stage size 
that barely covers the areas that 
change. Remove unused leading 
and trailing frames and dump un- 
used cast members. 


Within Authorware, edit out what- 
ever you don’t need. Keep your 
flowline slim, trim, and to the point! 
Delete unreferenced variables. 
Delete unlinked icons laying around 
in your Libraries (be careful, the Li- 
brary may be shared with another 
file that relies on seemingly un- 
linked icons). And lastly, use Save 
and Compact. 


Drop the bit depth whenever pos- 
sible. 

As in the previous tip, the smaller 
the file, the better the performance. 
Since a 16 color graphic (4 bit) is 
smaller and easier to display than a 
256 color graphic (8 bit), resave 
your graphics wherever possible 
with the lower bit depth. Even with 
a 24 bit application, performance 
can be improved by dithering 
graphics down to 8 bits. See this is- 
sue’s Favorite Features column to 
learn how to check the bit depth of 
graphics. Note: Reduced bit depth 
also works with sound, animation 
and video files. For sounds try us- 
ing lower resolution, and a lower 
sampling rate. Sound effects, back- 


ground music and short narration 
may be perfectly acceptable at 8 bit 
mono 11KHz instead of 16 bit 
22KHz stereo. You can often save 
several hundred K this way. For an- 
imations use Director’s Transform 
Bitmap to reduce the bit depth of 
cast members as needed. 


3. Use several smaller movies in- 

stead of playing segments of a sin- 
gle large movie. 
It seems convenient to make one 
large movie with every range of mo- 
tion needed, and then play subseg- 
ments in various parts of your les- 
son. However, if anything other 
than the true first frame of a movie 
is used as the start frame, Author- 
ware must “play” the movie off 
screen up to your new start frame to 
establish the movie’s background. 
Establishing the background this 
way is considerably slower than 
making a short movie with the back- 
ground already in frame 1. 


2. Keep the number of objects dis- 
played on-screen under 400. 
This may seem like a lot of objects 
(it is!), but it can happen in some 


Beginner’s Corner 


s you may recall from the last 
issue, the Beginner's Corner 
described the different 
animation types found in Authorware. 
Since it was such a compelling topic, 
this article will address some of the 
issues not covered last time. 


Layering animations 

To get your animation to “blend in” with 
background elements, layering options 
can assist you. To make an object appear 
to move “behind” a static object, simply 
place the static object in a higher layer. 
(Remember, the higher the layer, the 
closer the object appears to you.) 


Authorware animations take place by 
default in layer 1. Thus, placing any 
static objects in layer 1 or higher and 


cases. If the number of elements on 
screen at one time approaches 400 
to 500, you should bitmap or other- 
wise cut down the number of sepa- 
rate elements that Authorware needs 
to keep track of. Performance drops 
disastrously after reaching this 
limit. 
1. Perceived Performance: 
Look out! 
tied!” 
Distracting the user while the com- 
_puter_is busy is a _timeworn 
“performance enhancer.” Often, the 
perception of performance is more 
important than the reality, and re- 
lates to how quickly audiovisuals 
start happening rather than how fast 
they complete. For example, most 
effects take longer to complete than 
the None, or Mosaic effects, yet few 
users would identify screens with 
other effects as “sore spots” within 
an application. The key to improv- 
ing “perceived performance” is 
feedback; present a transitional vi- 
sual or audio as soon as possible. 
This keeps the user’s attention and 
reduces the perceived delay be- 
tween interations. 


“Hey! 
Your shoelace is un- 


leaving the animation layer blank (zero) 
will cause the animation to occur one 
layer below the static objects. Note that 
setting the animation layer to a lower 
number (e.g., zero, -1) will not achieve 
this effect. 


Here’s another layering tip: to improve 
animation performance, place the object 
to be moved in Layer 1 (in the 
AttributeS/Effects... dialog box for that 
Authorware display). Since the 
animation will occur in Layer 1 by 
default, Authorware then doesn’t have 
to move the object into Layer 1 when it 
encounters the animation icon, which 
saves performance time. This trick also 
applies for movable objects. 
s 
(Continued on page 4) 


Favorite Features 


ere’s a handy new option in 
Authorware 3.0: just double 
sceees Click on any display within a 

display icon, and Authorware will 
display an information window telling 
you about the graphic: 


: Bitmap Information 


This is a great way to find out if you’ve 
accidentally resized, or scaled a bitmap 
(no, in this example), which you 


normally should avoid - see this issue’s 
performance tips. This is also a great 
place to notice the number of colors in 
the graphic. Avoid using millions of 
colors (24 bit image) if you are 
delivering to a standard 8 bit platform 
(look again at  this_ issue’s 
performance tips!). 


Toolbox shortcuts: 

Here’s a great shortcut we’ ve all been 
waiting for. Speaking of which, 
thanks, 3.0 development team! Have 
we said just how happy we are with 
3.0? We are happy! Authorware is 
by far the most powerful authoring 
environment on the planet. By the 
way, when is 4.0 due? Just a little 
joke there. Ha. 


Anyway, here’s the shortcut: just 
double-click on the oval tool to pull up 
the color palette. 


Shocking Developments 


e’ve had many responses and 
requests for enhancements to 
= the ersatz negative feedback 
icon. Unfortunately, dear friends, we 
must admit to some tomfoolery (or 
should we say jeff-foolery) around Solis 
towers. The negative feedback icon was 
only intended as an April fool’s prank, 
but our little hoax stirred a high-level of 
interest in various acronym-only 
government departments, military 
“black-ops” groups, and a surprising 
number of public high school teachers. 


While Authorware 3.0 will not include 
the negative feedback icon or hardware, 
we have a handy workaround that you 
can construct from easily obtainable 
electronic parts. There is unfortunately 
not enough room in this issue to show 
the schematic. However, we are happy 
to provide a parts list and some 
assembly instructions. Tools required: 


Soldering iron (15W) 
Phillips head screw driver (#2) 
Flat head screwdriver 


Needle nose pliers 
Potato peeler 
Small (4) Crescent wrench 
Digeradoo (tuned to low E) 
Wire cutters 
Blender or food processor 

Parts & Supplies 
One (1) 9V battery (Alkaline) 
Two (2) Curad “Spot” bandages 
Rosin-core solder 
12V-120V Step-up Transformer 
Fiux Capacitor (1.2 GW) 
RS-232 cable & connector 
Two (2) Russet Potatoes 
One (1) Avocado (well-ripened) 
8 ft of Six (6) conductor cable 


First, peel the potatoes. Save the 
peelings as you’ll need them later to 
make the conductive paste used beneath 
the “spot” bandage _ electrodes. 
Carefully wrap the wire counter- 
clockwise around the length of the 
Digeradoo. Leave enough wire at one 
end to run the cable back to the 


(Continued on page 5) 


As in 2.0, you can still double-click on 
the other tools to get to the modes, line 
and fill attribute palettes. 


i Display Results 


Also, don’t forget that you can use any 
standard shortcut on the icon image in 
the display toolbox just as you could on 
the flowline. For instance, you can 
control-click (or command-click, Mac) 
on the branch symbol to change the 
branching: 


About Solis, The 
People Who Bring 
You AuthorWords 


olis is a professional services 
company with solutions for 
your multi-media design, de- 
velopment, and delivery challenges. We 
focus on three areas: 


¢ Custom Multimedia Development 
* Products like our Pathway CMI system 
¢ Training for authors and developers 


Address: 107 South B Street 
Suite 350 
San Mateo, CA 94401 
Email: SolisInc@ aol.com 


Web: _http://www.attila.com/solis.com/ 


Phone: (415) 696-8700 
(415) 696-8703 fax 
Founders: Jeff Burton 
Robert Milton 
ad Tom King 


Beginner’s Corner 


(Continued from page 2) 

Concurrent, Wait Until Done, or 
Perpetual? 

You may have noticed these options 
lurking in each of the animation dialog 
boxes. These three options determine 
how, and where, your animation fits into 
the rest of the flow line. Selecting Wait 
Until Done halts movement down the 
flowline until the animation has finished. 
This option is common when an 
animation is the focal point of a lesson, 
such as in a splash screen or feedback 
sequence. 


Selecting Concurrent activates 
the animation and continues 
down the flowline as_ the 
animation plays. This could be 
useful for playing multiple 
animations at once, adding 
sound to an animation, or 
changing displays as_ the 
animation plays. 


Selecting Perpetual makes the 
animation available from 
anywhere in the lesson, often 
controlled by a variable value. 
For example, you could create a 
graph that adjusts dynamically 
as represented values change. 


An Animation by Any Other 


Name... 
With the release of version 3.0, 


Solis 


107 South B Street 


Suite 350 


San Mateo, CA 94401 


some slight changes have occurred. 
Authorware 3.0 still provides the same 
animation options, with slight changes 
in terminology. To begin with, the 
Animation Icon is now called the 
Motion Icon. Also, each of the 
animation types have been renamed, 
although they work as before. The 
Motion Type selection dialog box 
clarifies the situation. 


As you can see, the new dialog box is 
much more intuitive for authors of all 
skill levels. 


How AuthorWords Works 


uthorWords is a “shareware” 
publication. If you benefit from 
it and want to support our 
efforts, we ask that you send us $10.00 
per year. That helps defray the costs of 
printing and mailing. Our time, on the 
other hand, is recompensed by your 
willingness to read the occasional ad for 
Solis products and services. Make 
checks payable to Solis, and send them 
to 107 South B Street, Suite 350, San 
Mateo, CA 94401. If you decide you 
don’t like or need AuthorWords, please 
call us and we will cheerfully remove 
you from our mailing list. 


Coming soon 


ow that we’ve finally got 
Authorware 3.0 in our hot little 
hands, how do we make the 
mst of it? What about the odd looking 
fraitework icon? Why does the 
navigation icon look like a diaper? Are 
authors getting too pampered? 


Will frameworks really help my 
authoring, or is it just a lot of hype? 
Tune in to the next issue of Authorwords 
for some tips on how you can take 
advantage of Framework structures to 
recycle your logic. 


Old Glory 
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